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We are living in an age when there is an enormous 
gulf between scientific developments and the 
public’s awareness of these developments and their 
potential impact on society. This is particularly 
acute in the case of the biological sciences where 
the meteoric rise of recombinant DNA technology 
should revolutionise clinical practice and the pro- 
duction of foodstuffs, chemicals and energy 
sources. 
The aim of this book is to introduce the reader 
to the fundamentals of recombinant DNA 
technology, its multifarious applications and its 
commercial and ethical implications. ‘Reshaping 
Life’ is directed mainly to the lay reader including, 
it is hoped, politicians and other influential 
citizens. I hope this slim volume is read widely 
because it is remarkable for its erudition, lucidity 
and comprehensiveness. 
There are 12 chapters, entitled: ‘The Genie is out 
of the Bottle’, ‘The Organization of Life’, ‘The 
Mechanics of Gene Transplantation’, ‘Factories 
for Precious Proteins’, ‘Genes as Diagnostic 
Probes’, ‘Gene Therapy and Cellular Engineer- 
ing’, ‘Vaccines of the Future’, ‘Genes as 
Technological Slaves’, ‘The DNA Industry’, 
‘Scientists Playing God’, ‘Genetic Engineering and 
Public Policy’, and ‘Distant Horizons’. 
In addition there are suggestions for future 
reading and a very useful glossary of terms. 
Most of the technical information is contained 
within the second and third chapters. The book is 
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designed so that the lay person can skip these two 
chapters and still learn a great deal about the ways 
his or her life will be influenced by the technology. 
I do not feel there are any great omissions from 
the book though more emphasis might have been 
placed on the major part which selective termina- 
tion of the foetus, following prenatal diagnosis, is 
likely to play. Gene therapy, on the other hand, 
apart from a very few cases is inconceivable in the 
foreseeable future. 
The author is a leading Australian scientist so it 
is perhaps not surprising that more credit is given 
to Molecular Biologists from that part of the world 
than to Americans who made most of the major 
discoveries. This balance is restored somewhat in 
the last few chapters. Dr Nossal has argued per- 
suasively that most of the scientific avenues open 
to the Molecular Biologist should be pursued pro- 
vided ethical committees which include lay people 
give their consent. 
The average reader of FEBS Letters, a trained 
biochemist, may ask what he or she may learn 
from this volume. Perhaps nothing, though I was 
surprised to learn of some of the anticipated 
developments in this field. It is more important 
that the average readers of FEBS Letters recom- 
mend this book to their undergraduates, their 
families, local libraries, clinicians and politicians. 
N.D. Hastie 
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